Studies by scientists at the University of Kentucky in Lexington indicate that vitamin E appears to be an effective protectant against damage resulting from exposure to polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), toxic chemicals whose manufacture has been banned in the United States since 1977.
Although out of use for nearly 30 years, PCBs still remain the object of intense research interest because of In its report, the committee addressed potential harm for developmental, reproductive, neurological, and immune systems. "The field is rife with uncertainty," said committee chairman Ernst Knobil, a professor of biology at the University of Texas Medical School in Houston, in an article in the 4 August 1999 issue of The New York Times. The NRC report states that 70,000 industrial chemicals in use cannot be tested for endocrine-disrupting activity because the necessary tests do not even exist. "Determining what these exposures actually are is therefore of primary importance," says Knobil. The NRC report recommends improved monitoring of the development of HAAs, studies to determine exposure pathways and background concentrations of HAAs in humans, and initiation of long-term studies of HAA exposures.
The committee concluded that the lack of evidence could not be taken as an indication that HAA exposure is completely risk-free. Although the report clearly states this consensus, it also addresses the disagreements among committee members. "Differences among committee members could be divided among two perspectives on the weight-of-evidence approach," says the report. Some members placed more weight on experimental evidence than others. Members were also divided on the use of the precautionary principle-the idea that in the face of uncertainty the most cautious approach is the best. "The absence of information can't be used to say these chemicals are safe," says committee member Frederick vom Saal, a professor of biology at the University of Missouri in Columbia.
Committee members agreed that wildlife and human populations should continue to be studied for effects including defects in development, declines in fertility, increased incidences of various cancers, and possible population declines in wildlife species.
"Determining the risk of environmental HAAs to humans and wildlife is difficult because exposure to these agents has not been routinely monitored," says the report. "We need to focus our research on the embryo, from conception to birth," adds Theo Colborn, a senior conservation scientist at the World Wildlife Fund. "When studying the research results, once the embryos have reached a reproductive age we are almost a generation late." -Lindsey A. Greene
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